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While the schizophrenia field has focused for many years on the psychotic symptoms of schizophrenia, attention is shifting to cognitions-are there significant cognitive impairments in schizophrenia and, if so, what are they, do they affect everyone in this diagnostic category, are they also there in first-degree kin, does their course parallel that of psychotic symptoms, do they interfere with vocational or social functioning, are they worsened by current treatment, and can they be reversed?
This book, edited by Philip D Harvey, an expert in the field of cognition, is published by Cambridge University Press, which, as always, has provided a colourful, attractive book cover and has priced the book within the means of individual readers. Besides Harvey, several other cognitive specialists, such as Michael Green, Walter Heinrichs, Richard Keefe, and Sophia Vinogradov have contributed to this book, so the quality is high. The first chapter (which is all Canadian) is superb. It is worth the price of the book. After a historical introduction, it explains that impaired cognition is central to schizophrenia, as central as psychosis and constituting a separate dimension of the schizophrenia concept. Cognitive impairments are described as impossible to ascertain on interview alone; they require specialized probes, with results easily measured for accuracy and for speed of processing. The impairments are not universally seen in schizophrenia but are present in the large majority, about 75%, of individuals so diagnosed, a rate comparable with that seen in brain injury. They are present at the time of the first episode, are not made worse by antipsychotics (although anticholinergics are a problem), and evolve on their own, separately from the ups and downs of psychotic symptoms. Although cognitions that lead to attributional biases, such as premature jumping to conclusions, belief rigidity, and the inability to put oneself in the shoes of another, have been suspected by many to underlie the psychopathology of schizophrenia, putative pathways to symptom formation are not known. The depth of cognitive impairment has only modest predictive value with respect to general outcome in this disease.
Other chapters in the book compare the cognitive impairments seen in schizophrenia with those seen in siblings of patients and those seen in patients with bipolar disorder who also suffer from psychosis. There are chapters on the effect of age, on the contribution of genetics, on the relation between intellectual impairment and social cognition, on the effect of cognitive deficits on employment, and on illness awareness. The various test batteries that are used to assess cognition are covered, as are promising pharmacological interventions and computerized cognitive training programs.
All in all, this is a good book, full of useful information. As in many multi-authored books, there is too much repetition among chapters-even some of the illustrations are duplicates of one another. The editor should have been more ruthless about cutting out large parts of many chapters, especially as the first chapter covers most areas very comprehensively.
